I am in the habit of immediately drawing radii from my love-from my heart, from the tender nucleus of personal matter-to monstrously remote points of the universe. I have to make a rapid inventory of the universe.... I have to have all space and all time participate in my emotion, in my mortal love, so that the edge of it is taken off.
embarking on detailed explication, it will be helpful to outline some of the ideas governing Nabokov's selection and articulation of materials.
Pale Fire is constructed of multiple mirrorings, as many have noted.9 The reflections are generated by Nabokov's personal synthesis of several cultural traditions. Nabokov can declare "I was an English child" and with equal justification lovingly recall his "Russian childhood."10 His earlier books were written in Russian and translated into English, his later ones written in English and translated into Russian. His oeuvre thus sets up the Anglo-American and the Russian cultural traditions as mirror images of each other, in a very personal sense. For example, Lolita effects a synthesis of American and Russian culture by its hidden incorporation of Eugene Onegin, using the hundred-year interval between Pushkin's birth in 1799 and Nabokov's in 1899; 1 Pale Fire outlines the thousand-year evolution of the Anglo-American tradition from the end of the reign of King Alfred in 899 to the birth of Vladimir Vladimirovich in 1899. History mirrors Nabokov's personal biography: British culture had early connections to Russian culture, the beginnings of both being bridged by the Vikings, who traveled east to Novgorod, west to Vineland, and conquered parts of what would become England.
Nabokov's method of relating his personal world to remote points of the universe may be seen in the accumulation of precise details designed to interweave life and art, fact and fiction, history and literature. Nabokov creates his own "web of sense" through the careful investigation of multiple fields of data gleaned from the man-made and natural universes, in order to explain, explicate and somehow justify, even expiate, his own fate. As we know, dates play an important role in Nabokov's system of deciphering the hidden patterns of creation, the recurring motifs and themes of his own existence.12 Chronology functions as the universal joint between the verifiable world of natural and human history and the world created by human imagination. Through scrutiny of the interplay between these spheres, Nabokov considers the nature of death and the hereafter. Laughing at the impossibility of his enterprise as he engages in it, he tries to interpret the workings of fate by forcing it into his very personal schema.
Nabokov's well-known outrage at the cliche of death, at its thuggish ability to obliterate the exquisite universe of a human mind, is coupled to the pain he felt at the death of his father, who was accidentally shot by a political assassin. Pale Fire conspicuously refers to that tragedy in the manner of John Shade's accidental murder. Nabokov's attempt to make sense of this fatal moment in his life is the ultimate moving force behind his correlation of the history, literature, natural evolution, and language of the North over the last one thousand years with the problem of murder and revenge. Nabokov seeks to transcend fate through immortal art. In his four-dimensional universe throbs a love and reverence for a creation infinitely complex and beautiful and only partly knowable. Astonishingly, Nabokov manages to mirror all this in Pale Fire, creating his own universe that is at once temporal and specific as well as infinite and universal. As Kinbote says of Shade's work, "the poet's plan is to display in the very texture of his text the intricacies of the 'game' in which he seeks the key to life and death" (Note to lines 734-5).
Nabokov therefore structures his novel as an annotation of history from his personal viewpoint, weaving a hidden tale into a vast public tapestry. Here the strands of Viking history and literature will be explicated.
Viking History
Viking civilization is the earliest point to which Americans can trace their history. The Vikings of Iceland and Greenland were the first to discover Vineland, which they named for the grapes they found growing wild there. Erik the Red landed by mistake on the northeast coast of Canada in 982 after he was banished from Iceland for manslaughter. Besides the Elder Edda and the Kongs-skugg-sja, which are mentioned explicitly in Pale Fire, Nabokov alludes to the Younger Edda and a few works of individual poets by means of names and themes that mirror the whole of Scandinavian lore, sometimes directly and sometimes indirectly. While only the clearer reflections will be discussed, it is important to recognize that the less substantial echoes are no less part of Nabokov's plan.
Old Norse poetry is divided into the Eddaic, or oral, anonymous tradition and the written, skaldic (from skald, a professional poet) poetry. The Elder Edda is a collection of about twenty fragments of chants of the tenth and eleventh centuries gathered by an Icelander in Iceland. It contains the myths and legends of early Scandinavia in the simple, archaic style of an oral tradition. The first and generally considered the best poem is the Voluspa, or "Sybil's Prophecy," of the late tenth century. The Sybil addresses Odin, telling him of the world's beginning with the creation of the gods and of the world's end with their downfall in Ragnarok. She foretells how the witch of Iron Wood will breed the wolf that will swallow the sun.
In Pale Fire Kinbote derives Sybil Shade's maiden name, Irondell, from the French hirondelle, meaning "a swallow." But the Nordic association of Sybil Shade's name, Iron Wood, is equally applicable and is in keeping with her prophetic aversion to Kinbote, who notes, "from the very first she disliked and distrusted me" (line 247). The confusion between "swallow" as verb or noun, as well as the misleading derivation from an incorrect language group have precedent in Zemblan etymology in which significant Anglo-Saxon roots are camouflaged by resemblance to Germanic or Slavic roots.
A later poem, the "Rigspula," tells how the race of thralls descended from Edda (great-grandmother), the churls from Amma (grandmother), and the Jarls (warriors), of whom the first was Harald Harfar (Fairhair), from fa6ir and mo6ir. In Zembla there is a Baron Harfar Shalksbore, whose name is supposed to mean "knave's farm." He is "a phenomenally endowed young brute" (line 433) who indulges with Charles the Beloved in Zembla's manly pursuits. Kinbote states that "Shalksbore" is the probable derivation of "Shakespeare." Shakespeare's version of the Hamlet legend that is first recorded in the Norse sagas is crucial to Nabokov's concerns about regicide and revenge in Pale Fire. Nabokov makes this same connection between Scandinavia, Hamlet, and "manliness" in Bend Sinister, where Viking "manliness" is related to political tyranny: in a parody of a totalitarian reading of Hamlet, Fortinbras is said to represent "the healthy, vigorous and clearcut Nordic theme."16
Another legend tells how Odin fashioned the first man, Ask, from an ash tree, and the first woman, Embla, from an elder. In Pale Fire, "Embla" is "a small old town with a wooden church surrounded by sphagnum bogs at the saddest, loneliest, northernmost point of the misty [Zemblan] peninsula" (Index). From the time of the Phoenicians, a term for the northernmost known point has been Ultima Thule, a name that in Nabokov's work becomes synonymous with the afterlife. Taken together with Hazel Shade's supernatural ability to communicate with the spirit world, "Embla" becomes an emblem of the continuing presence of tree spirits. The continuity between people and trees is part of the Viking system of metaphors: many masculine words for genera of trees are used in the kennings to mean "man," while feminine tree words are used in kennings for women, goddesses, and supernatural beings. In keeping with widespread views of the divining powers of hazel wood, Nabokov names John Shade's daughter Hazel, as she is a feminine tree of sorts, who is in contact with supernatural powers. The message she receives from the "roundlet of light" in the barn is a warning not to go to Goldsworth's house.17 The hazel wood divining rod is believed to have the property of discovering fugitive murderers. The Viking Hel is mirrored in Zemblan mythology, where the narstran is "a hellish hall where the souls of murderers were tortured under a constant drizzle of drake venom" (Note to line 433-4). Valhalla, the great hall where Odin feasts the heroes who have fallen bravely in battle, comes from "valh6ll," meaning the "hall of the slain." Narstran is a hybrid translation of Valhalla: stran is the Slavic root meaning "country," "land" or "side," and nar is Old Icelandic for "a corpse," "a dead man." In inventing the name, Kinbote presumably is thinking of Shade's murderer, Gradus, in Hel. But Nabokov's etymology hints at a slain hero in Valhalla, of whom John Shade is only a shadow: Vladimir Dmitrievich Nabokov. In the Solarlio6 the father urges the son never to atone evil with evil, and concludes: "This lay, which I have taught thee, thou shalt before the living sing, the Sun Song which will appear in many parts no fiction[...] Here we part, but again shall meet on the day of men's rejoicing" (lines 81-82). The theme of the hereafter in the Solarlio6 is related to Nabokov's own thoughts about his father as refracted in the poem he wrote after his father's death, "Easter;" in The Gift; in Vera Nabokov's foreword to Stikhi about potustoronnost'; and in Nabokov's letter to his mother written shortly after his father's death: "we shall see him again, in an unexpected but completely natural paradise."21 Nabokov, too, refuses to avenge evil with evil; instead he wreaks revenge for the murder of Vladimir Dmitrievich through art, embedding dozens of Scandinavian revenge tales in Pale Fire while debasing Gradus, the quintessential assassin, by means of parody.
Skaldic Poetry
Skaldic poetry, stylistically more complex than the poetry of the Edda, is distinguished by a rich tradition of periphrastic metaphors called kennings. For example, hranrad, literally "whale road," means "the sea." The skalds were professional poets and court historians who handed down their craft through their families for generations.22 One such skald, Egil Skallagrimsson (910-990), is remembered for his unconventionally personal poem, Sonatorrek, written around 960 on the death of his drowned son. He speaks of the impossibility of taking revenge on the gods of the sea and blames Odin for his suffering. Yet, he says, "the god has furnished me with things that atone for his evils. He gave me the unblemished skill of poetry."23 In return for Egil's worship, Odin gives him gifts more valuable than the life of a kinsman. This resonates with Nabokov's words in our epigraph about taking the edge off his mortal love through art; they in turn echo Humbert's words about the "palliative of art" in Lolita. In Pale Fire, it is Nabokov who takes revenge and relieves the pain of loss through poetry. 
The Younger Edda
The so-called "Younger" or "prose" Edda was actually finished about two hundred years earlier than the Elder Edda, in 1220. It is the work of one author, Snorri Sturluson (1178-1241). It consists of a preface and five parts: the first and second parts outline the myth system of ancient Scandinavia, interpolating quotations from skaldic poetry. Snorri's compendium makes it possible to reconstruct the mythology contained in the Elder Edda, and preserves the best poetry of his age, which would otherwise have been lost. The third and fourth sections have particular relevance for Nabokov. They are technical essays on the art of poetry. Section three, the skaldskaparmal, is the Icelandic gradus ad parnassum or manual of style: it contains the rules and theories of ancient Icelandic verse complete with extensive illustrations of poetic usage based on quotations from the skaldic poets. Section four is on prosody, with examples illustrating metrical forms, like Nabokov's Notes on Prosody, which is section four of his commentary on Eugene Onegin.
The gradus is a compendium of stock phrases, a "step" (gradus, in Latin) toward Parnassus, the sacred mountain of Apollo and the Muses. In Pale Fire, the approach of "gradual Gradus" (Note to line 171) is synchronized with the writing of Shade's poem and linked by Kinbote to verbal style:
We shall accompany Gradus in thought as he makes his way from distant dim Zembla to green Appalachia, through the entire length of the poem, following the road of its rhythm, riding past in a rhyme, skidding around the comer of a run-on, breathing with the caesura, swinging down to the foot of the page from line to line as from branch to branch, hiding between two words...reappearing on the horizon of a new canto, steadily marching nearer in iambic motion, crossing streets, moving up with his valise on the escalator of the pentameter, stepping off, boarding a The Kongs-skugg-sja contains a portrait of the northern world and an outline of the knowledge of the natural and historical phenomena of its time; the Eddas are compendia of myth, history, literature, and poetics. Pale Fire creates its own universe in a similar spirit. The Viking material allows us to grasp two guiding principles of Pale Fire: 1.) Nabokov, using trompe l'oeil, embeds real historical characters and works in what appears to be a totally fantastical universe; as Nabokov says of "The Overcoat" in his book on Gogol, "we did not expect that, amid the whirling masks, one mask would turn out to be a real face."33 2.) Nabokov is guided by the desire to retrace fate's footsteps as far back as can be verified by written texts, in order to discern the "web of sense," the pattern in the weave, of his own life.
Because Kinbote does not seek out the real world in libraries or nature, he can only superimpose his own very private universe on Shade's text. But Nabokov very consciously "superimposes" his private universe on the public domain of the history of the last thousand years. In Kinbote he parodies his own endeavor, but he makes the distinction between them clear: Kinbote fabricates Zembla out of the jumble of northern legends he has read and creates a vivid semblance of a kingdom. But the reader's only access to the hidden crown jewels of Zembla is through Kinbote's private fantasy; we need his plan of the palace (which got lost at the Shades' house). What is more, his private fantasy displaces reality rather than enhancing it, preventing him from entering into Shade's personal or literary concerns. Nabokov, by contrast, does what an artist is supposed to do: he transforms our shared reality-the reality of events, texts, nature-by passing it through his personal prism, but in such a way that we all have access to it. The jewels have been nationalized, and are accessible to us all in the "emerald [egg] case" (line 238), the "diamonds of frost" (line 19), "the opal cloudlet" (line 119), the "topaz of dawn" (line 881) and the "gemmed turf" (line 887) that poetry sensitizes us to. The idea is expressed in the foreword to Bend Sinister in which the dead Olga "divest[s] herself of herself, of her jewels, of the necklace and tiara of earthly life" (p. ix). Or, as Fyodor Godunov-Cherdyntsev puts it in The Gift, "our days here are only pocket money, farthings clinking in the dark, and [...] somewhere is stocked the real wealth, from which life should know how to get dividends in the shape of dreams, tears of happiness, distant mountains" (p. 176).
To enjoy the Creation we are led in widening spirals to regions where we may never have been. Nabokov's private fate, then, becomes in Pale Fire a metaphor for the very personal angle of artistic transformation unique to any work of art.
